











I was one of several writers commissioned by Ashley Stokes of Unthanks Books to write a story in response to a series of paintings by Nicholas Rushton entitled ‘The End’.  I immediately knew which picture I wanted – the one that resembled an eye surrounded by fur.  I’m a very slow writer, and there wasn’t much time to complete the commission.  But my journal was full of entries about my dog George, who’d died not long before.  Losing the dog had been extraordinarily painful. There’s also something about the absolute trust dogs place in humans that’s especially heart-rending, and exposes your capacity for grief. This was one of a series of blows that hit my family during that period, and it came to represent all of them.

I imagined I’d just rework the material I already had, including a trip I made with my husband, stepson and grandkids to see the cruise ships passing by. The story’s ending was ready made; I wanted to finish on something my husband said, about George’s final moments, as he was put to sleep –  ‘I couldn’t look him in the eye’.  I’d been reading unashamedly autobiographical fiction by Karl Ove Knaussgaard and others, and there seemed no point in tinkering with the truth, 

However, the first draft just seemed sentimental.  I needed distance –  a different dog and a different family.  That took me to Freddie and Evelyn, his elderly owner, and my narrator, the daughter-in-law –younger than me because I wanted the children to be hers. And then if Evelyn was in her 90s, there had to be an age gap between the narrator and her husband.  That helped add another layer to the themes of mortality, aging and loss. Once you take a few steps from fact to fiction, a whole new reality unfurls. 









